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In an unexpected turn of events, Arabella Castro of the Partido Avanzada Nacional (PAN) was
elected president of Guatemala's National Congress on Sept. 13, defeating the country's former
military ruler, Ret. Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, for the post. Analysts claim that although Congress
will only be in session for 16 months, leadership positions within the legislature will be important
launching pads for the 1995 general elections.
A new 80-member Guatemalan Congress took office Sept. 13 following a year-long battle by
President Ramiro de Leon to purge the former legislature of widespread corruption and abuse of
power. Almost up to the day Congress was seated, most local analysts predicted that Rios Montt
who headed a de fact military government that ruled the country by decree from March 1982 to
August 1983 would be a shoo-in for the post of legislative president. That his party, the Frente
Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG), took 32 of the 80 seats in the Aug. 14 election seemed to support
that prediction (NotiSur, Aug. 19, 1994).
However, the second-largest party in the Congress, the Partido Avanzada Nacional (PAN), with 24
deputies, joined forces with 13 legislators from the Democracia Cristiana (DC), plus members of the
Movimiento de Liberacion Nacional (MLN) and the Union Democratica (UD), to defeat Rios Montt
by a 41- 32 vote. Seven deputies from the Union del Centro Nacional abstained from voting. DC
legislator Alfonso Portillo said his party and PAN were able to form a tactical alliance because both
parties wanted to block Rios Montt's effort to move the country back to "authoritarian rule."
Nevertheless, FRG leader Francisco Reyes countered that PAN's alliance with the DC did not make
sense because the DC was at the center of the corruption that led to the president's campaign to
purge the legislature, and the PAN had played a central role in the effort to cleanse Congress.
"Negotiating with the DC is like sticking a knife into the backs of Guatemalan citizens," said
Reyes. In addition to winning the presidency, PAN will also control seven of the 12 posts on the
congressional board of directors. The DC and the MLN won two seats each, and the UD one.
The new legislature will only serve until November 1995, when the next general elections will take
place. In the meantime, the de Leon administration will be pushing the legislature to approve key
bills that had been blocked by the old Congress. This includes a tax package to reduce Guatemala's
burgeoning fiscal deficit, plus legislative backing to renegotiate the country's bilateral debt with the
Paris Club of creditor governments.
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